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Gender Equality or Feminism, can you have both?: a comparative look at Denmark
and Switzerland

Camille N’Diaye-Muller
The University of Chicago Law School
Winter 2022
International Immersion Program

2021 marks only the 50th anniversary of women’s suffrage in Switzerland.1 In contrast,
Denmark scores highly on many international rankings of gender equality policies; is one of only
6 countries that codifies gender equality into laws governing work; and, as of 2018, implemented
nearly all EU gender equality law into their domestic laws.2
But societal attitudes towards gender equality and its practical application, reveal
similarities, with Denmark even falling behind Switzerland with fewer modern reforms and less
social will to advocate for them. A 2019 survey across 23 countries found Denmark to be the
least feminist, with only one in six Danes thinking of themselves as such.3 There is also a lack of
urgency to fight for gender equality because of the belief it has been achieved. In Switzerland,
hundreds of thousands of feminists mobilized in the Women’s strikes in 2019 and 2020, leading
to more women elected in the 2019 federal elections and legal reform such as compliance
guidelines companies regarding female corporate leadership.4

1
This refers to suffrage for federal elections. Switzerland operates with a system of federalism much like
the US. Women only received full suffrage on the Canton level in 1990. One Canton held out until ordered by the
Swiss Supreme Court.
2
For example, Denmark ranked first on the Equal Measures 2019 SDG Gender Index,
https://data.em2030.org/2019-sdg-gender- index/key-findings/ Switzerland ranks 12th and the US 28th.
Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (European Commission), European Network of Legal
Experts in the Field of Gender Equality and Non-Discrimination, Linda Senden, and Alexandra Timmer. 2019.
Gender Equality Law in Europe: How Are EU Rules Transposed into National Law in 2018? Publications Office of
the European Union. LU: Publications Office of the European Union. https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail//publication/9b101483-3a44-11e9-8d04-01aa75ed71a1. One notable exception is that Denmark is one of only three
EU countries with sex discrimination explicitly prohibited by its Constitution.
3
YouGov-Cambridge Globalism Project in partnership with The Guardian. The other countries surveyed
were France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden, Denmark, Poland, Britain, Australia, the US, Canada, Japan, Brazil,
Mexico, Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, India, China, Indonesia, Thailand, Nigeria, and South Africa. 25,000
respondents participated across the 23 countries.
4
Actual estimates of turnout are unclear. The first estimate by the Swiss Trade Union Federation on the day
of the 2019 protests was “hundreds of thousands” before even the larger events planned for the evening took place.
It is estimated the Swiss women make on average 20% less than their male counterparts.
In the 2019 federal election, women made up 42% of the National Council and 26.1% of the Council of
States. Switzerland now ranks 20th in a global ranking of the percentage of women in national parliaments.
The regulation is a part of a reform of Swiss corporate law. Companies will have to allocate to women at
least 30% of positions on the boards of directors over the next 5 years and 20% in executive boards over the next 10
years.

2

This project will examine how the two countries’ ideologies and legal structures around
gender equality have evolved and the effect (if any) of the obligations and directives associated
with EU membership have led to differing modern reforms. I begin by describing each country’s
political structure and aspects of the states’ formation and culture that I posit contribute to their
different trajectories when it comes to broader modern gender equality. I then trace the women’s
suffrage movements in both countries and examine how the two countries stand today in relation
to one another and the broader international context.

Switzerland
The core aspect of the Swiss government is its plurality. It is truly a Confederation. There
are three main levels of federalism: the federal, the Cantonal, and the Communal. The majority
of decisions being made on the Cantonal level. There is quite a range of variation even among
each level. For example, there are 2148 Communes ranging in population size from 32 to
420,000 inhabitants.5
Cantons very important. In Switzerland’s bicameral system, one house, the National
Council, represents the people, while the other, the Council of States, represents the Cantons.6
Together they make up the United Federal Assembly, the parliament which serves as the
legislative, law-making body. The executive branch is made up of the Federal Council and
Federal Chancellor7 which are elected by Parliament. Parliament also appoints the judiciary.

5
FCh, Swiss Federal Chancellery. 2022. “The Swiss Confederation – a Brief Guide.” Www.bk.admin.ch.
Swiss Confederation: Federal Chancellery. January 15, 2022.
https://www.bk.admin.ch/bk/en/home/dokumentation/the-swiss-confederation--a-brief-guide.html. Page 13. As of
2022, the population of Kammersrohr SO was 32 and that of the City of Zurich was 420,000.
6
Swiss Federal Chancellery at 20.
7
Id. at 32. (The Federal Chancellor is the Federal Council’s Chief of Staff.)
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There are seven members of the Federal Council. Each Councilor is the head of their own
department.8

Decentralization
The story of the foundation of Switzerland is a nation founded on the will of the people.
They chose to come together from different cultures, different languages, different geographic
areas to form a political, national entity. It is truly a country of plurality. It has four official
languages and there is a clear divide in terms of religious traditions.9 The current political system
dates back to the Constitution of 1848.10 Its most unique mechanism or institution of direct
democracy dates back to 1874.11 This institution, as discussed below, was quite important in the
granting of women’s suffrage.
Elections to the Council of States are governed by cantonal law. Each canton has its own
law for who is eligible to vote, when elections are held, and electoral procedures.12 Switzerland
also does not have a traditional head-of-state or central executive vested in a single person. The
President of the Confederation is elected from the Federal Council for a 1-year term and
performs mainly ceremonial duties, such as attending state dinners.13 Similarly, Switzerland does
not have an official, de jure, capital. Bern is the de facto capital, but officially only referred to as
a federal city.14

8

Id. at 21.
Id. at 9. The population is 35% Catholic; 23% Protestant; 28% no religious denomination.
10
Id. at 10.
11
The referendum was introduced in 1874; the popular initiative in 1891.
12
Swiss Federal Chancellery at 23.
13
“The Federal Council.” 2021. Www.eda.admin.ch. Swiss Confederation. 2021.
https://www.eda.admin.ch/aboutswitzerland/en/home/politik-geschichte/politisches-system/bundesrat.html.
14
“Political System – Facts and Figures.” n.d. Www.eda.admin.ch. Swiss Confederation.
https://www.eda.admin.ch/aboutswitzerland/en/home/politik-geschichte/politisches-system/politisches-system-derschweiz---fakten-und-zahlen.html.
9
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International Politics
When it comes to international politics and foreign policy, Switzerland famously has a
policy of neutrality and therefore tends to be a bit more insular and selective on the treaties and
compacts it chooses to enter.15 Switzerland was then conquered by Napoleon’s empire, but after
his defeat at Waterloo major European powers concluded that a neutral Switzerland would be a
good buffer.16 At the 1815 Congress of Vienna, Switzerland’s “perpetual neutrality” within the
international community was reaffirmed.17
Switzerland’s neutrality has not completely isolated it from international organizations,
on the contrary, it has been the center of a lot of international organizations. Switzerland was a
founding member of the World Trade Organization in 1995 and the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development in 1961.18 The League of Nations recognizing Swiss neutrality,
established its headquarters in Geneva in 1920. Despite this headquarters, Switzerland never
voted to join the League and only voted to enter the United Nations in 2002.19 Neutrality also
does not mean that Switzerland is opposed to militarism. It maintains an army and requires parttime military service from all males between the ages of 18 and 34.20

Andrews, Evan. 2018. “Why Is Switzerland a Neutral Country?” HISTORY.com. August 23, 2018.
https://www.history.com/news/why-is-switzerland-a-neutral-country. This policy of neutrality has been attributed to
as far back as 1515 when the Swiss Confederacy lost to the French at the Battle of Marignano.
https://www.history.com/news/why-is-switzerland-a-neutral-country
16
Andrews 2018.
17
Id.
18
Swiss Chancellery at 15.
19
“Frequently Asked Questions: Switzerland and the UN.” n.d. Www.eda.admin.ch. Swiss Federation.
https://www.eda.admin.ch/eda/en/fdfa/fdfa/aktuell/dossiers/alle-dossiers/15-jahre-uno-mitgliedschaft-derschweiz/fragen-schweiz-uno.html.
20
Andrews 2018. This practice has also led to large instances of sexual harassment especially against
female transit employees on the trains that the Swiss young men take back from the barracks.
15
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Switzerland has also maintained a complex relationship with the European Union,
without gaining formal membership.21 Switzerland has entered over 100 bilateral agreements
with the EU.22 The first set of them, mainly concerning economic topics, were approved by 67%
of voters in 2000. The second set covered cooperation in the fields of asylum, security, the
environment, and culture. These were approved in 2005 by 55% of the electorate. The other
version of regulating Switzerland’s relationship with the EU and EU countries has been through
“autonomous adoption.” Switzerland has adopted pieces of EU legislation that are necessary to
participate in the European market.23 This has some limitations, however, as Swiss voters
rejected membership of the European Economic Area (EEA) in 1992.24

Direct Democracy
Parliamentary elections are held every four years. Average voter turnout is around 46%.25
Direct democracy is a bedrock principle of the Swiss government. There are two main types of
direct democracy tools in Switzerland: the referendum and the popular initiative. Every time a
Constitutional amendment is passed by Parliament, it must be put to a direct vote of the people,
ma “mandatory referendum.” To succeed it must receive the consent of the majority of the
people and the cantons, this is referred to as a double majority.26 An “optional referendum” can

21

Interestingly the EU has five neutral members: Sweden, Ireland, Austria, Malta, and Finland. These
countries have either decided that membership in the EU was more valuable than their neutrality policy or have
found a way to reconcile it with their neutrality.
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.817.3210&rep=rep1&type=pdf (p. 104)
22
Swiss Chancellery at 14.
23
“Switzerland since 1989.” n.d. Aboutswiterzland.org. Swiss Confederation.
https://www.eda.admin.ch/content/dam/PRS-Web/en/dokumente/schweiz-seit-1989_EN.pdf.
24
Swiss Chancellery at 14.
25
Swiss Chancellery at 18; FairVote.org. 2016. “Voter Turnout - Fairvote.” FairVote. 2016.
https://www.fairvote.org/voter_turnout#voter_turnout_101. For a point of comparison, the average voter turnout for
OECD countries is around 70%.
26
Swiss Chancellery at 22.
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be called to overturn a law passed by Parliament. It is held upon the request by eight cantons or
through collection of 50,000 valid signatures in 100 days.27 A popular initiative can be used for
any Swiss citizen to place a constitutional amendment up for a vote if they are able to garner
100,000 valid signatures within 18 months.28 Even if most initiatives or referendums fail they are
highly influential on Swiss political discourse. They force these topics to the forefront of the
debate. Groups that are likely to mobilize and launch a referendum are taken into consideration
when drafting new laws.29 The Federal Council and Parliament will also sometimes make
counterproposals to initiatives.30
Two cantons, Glarus and (important to our analysis of gender equality) Appenzell
Innerrhoden, still hold cantonal votes and elections in the most direct way possible. People
gather in a square in the cantonal capital and vote via a show of hands. This is known as the
'Landsgemeinde', or 'People's Assembly'.31 It is this adherence to tradition and conservatism that
have been brought to bear in the expansion of women’s suffrage.

Swiss Women’s Suffrage
In February 1971, 66% of the electorate, then exclusively male, voted in favor of the
women’s right to vote at the federal level. Most cantons and communes also gave women the
vote following this decision.32 This expansion of the electorate to include women was important

Id. Interestingly since the optional referendum’s introduction in 1874, 203 have been held and 84
proposed laws have been rejected by voters.
28
Id. An example of the most recent constitutional amendment adopted that was originally proposed via
popular initiative is a ban on face coverings (like hijabs).
29
Swiss Chancellery at 23, 42–3).
30
Id. at 23.
31
Swiss Confederation, “Facts and Figures”
32
Swiss Chancellery at 11.
27
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to passing the 1981 referendum of the Equal Rights Constitutional Amendment.33 But it was not
an easy outcome. Women fought for the right to vote for a long time. The first major demands
for suffrage began as early as 1868.34 Throughout the early 1900s, associations and various
political parties, notably the Socialist Party pushed for women’s suffrage. Petitions were
introduced to the Federal Chancellery.35
The Second World War and the post-war era led to successful suffrage efforts in many
European countries.36 Switzerland was not among them. Several cantons rejected efforts to
introduce women’s suffrage37 and a 1951 Federal Council report concluded bringing the issue of
female suffrage to a federal vote was premature.38 A key moment in the fight for suffrage was
the failure of the 1959 referendum. The referendum was introduced by the Federal Council after
intense outrage from women’s groups over the proposal to require women to do civil protection
service at the height of the Cold War.39 The bill was approved by both parliamentary chambers
and then submitted to the electorate (all male) on February 1, 1959. It was defeated 66.9% to
33%. Three cantons did have a majority in favor and thus granted women suffrage on the
cantonal and communal level.40

Kerckhoff, Richard K., and Timothy Leupp. 1984. “The Swiss Equal Rights Amendment: A Case
Study.” Population Research and Policy Review 3 (2): 167–79. https://www.jstor.org/stable/40229677.
34
The Federal Assembly. n.d. “WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE in SWITZERLAND: 100 YEARS of
STRUGGLE.” Www.parlament.ch. The Swiss Parliament. https://www.parlament.ch/en/%C3%BCber-dasparlament/political-women/conquest-of-equal-rights/women-suffrage. When Zurich revised the cantonal
constitution, the women of the city demanded the right to vote without success.
35
In 1929, the Swiss Association for Women’s Suffrage (ASSF) collected in conjunction with other
organizations nearly 250,000 signatures (approximately 170,000 signatures coming from women) and submitted
them to the Federal Chancellery. It was given to Parliament, but no action was taken.
36
France passed suffrage in 1944; Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, and Hungary in 1945; Italy, Romania in 1946;
Malta in 1947; Belgium in 1948; Greece in 1952. “Women’s Right to Vote in Europe.” n.d. Www.onb.ac.at.
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek. https://www.onb.ac.at/en/research/ariadne/women-use-your-vote/womens-rightto-vote-in-europe.
37
Basel, BL, Geneva, Ticino in 1946, Zurich in 1947, Neuchâtel and Solothurn in 1948, Vaud in 1951
38
Federal Assembly, Women’s Suffrage.
39
Id.
40
The cantons were Vaud, Geneva, and Neuchâtel. Basel-Stadt also introduced it in 1966, before the
successful federal level referendum.
33
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The successful referendum in 1971 similarly came out of protest. In 1968, when
considering the European Convention on Human Rights, the Federal Council debated signing it
without accepting the clause about women’s political rights.41 In response women came together
in a national demonstration that came to be known as the March on Bern in 1969.42 The
referendum, however, only gave women the right to vote on the federal level. At that time, only
13 of the 26 cantons had given women suffrage.43 The last two cantons (the half cantons that
together make Appenzell) did not give women the right until 1989 and 1990.

The Modern Era
There are a number of important things to note in the modern era. There has been an
increase in direct democracy ballot initiatives. There have been more than 75 since 2000. There
are just under 30 “in the pipeline.” That is more than all the ballots in the last 80 years. Critics of
this shift accuse splinter groups of abusing the process and “wasting government resources and

Unterfinger, Ester, and Urs Geiser. 2018. “Globus Riots: When the Swiss Youth Took to the Streets.”
SWI Swissinfo.ch. Swiss Broadcasting Corporation SRG SSR. June 28, 2018. https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/50years-ago_globus-riots--when-the-swiss-youth-took-to-thestreets/44225772#:~:text=Clashes%20between%20protestors%20and%20police. Many “second-wave” activists got
their start as part of the student movement. Women’s poor reception in those efforts invigorated the Swiss second
wave. The student movement also has an interesting and interconnected history. Notably on June 29, 1968, in part
due to influence by the Youth Communist Party, there were a set of clashes between young people and the police
that was seen as the beginning of a larger youth movement.
Banaszak, Lee Ann. 1996. “When Waves Collide: Cycles of Protest and the Swiss and American Women’s
Movements.” Political Research Quarterly 49 (4): 841. https://doi.org/10.2307/449140. 0
42
Banaszak, 1996: 843. This was also the largest coordinated effort between the different sects of the
women’s suffrage movement, especially divided by age (first-wave versus second-wave). They differed strongly on
other respects. For example, at the 75th anniversary of the Zürich woman suffrage organization, younger activists of
the second wave took over the event in order to protest. Over a megaphone, they criticized “75 years working for
suffrage is no reason to celebrate.”
43
Wedia. 2022. “Over 100 Years of Struggle: A Brief History of Women’s Suffrage in Switzerland.”
IamExpat. March 8, 2022. https://www.iamexpat.ch/expat-info/swiss-expat-news/over-100-years-struggle-briefhistory-womens-suffrage-switzerland.
41

9

fostering disillusionment.”44 The votes, they say, could undermine the country’s consensus-based
political system.
Switzerland’s population is of 8.4 million people. Important to note about 25% of the
country's residents are not citizens. 2010 was the first time there were more women than men on
the Federal Council.45
In 2019, women took the streets again for another strike, 28 years to the day of the first
women’s strike.46 “Wages. Time. Respect.” A large source of frustration for women is the large
wage gap in one of the richest countries in the world.47 A 2018 World Economic Forum Report
ranks Switzerland 44th in wage equality for similar work between men and women.48 A woman
has been in head-of-state positions for 8 of the past 50 years and the Presidency has been held by
a woman in 6 of the past 10 years.49
While Switzerland has made strides in the political realms, there is still work to be down
in the economic sphere. There is still about a 28% wage equality gap.50 Women are still twice as

44
Bosley, Catherine. 2018. “Switzerland’s People Power.” Bloomberg.com. Bloomberg. November 23,
2018. https://perma.cc/42H9-LNXB.
45
Davies, Lizzy. 2010. “Swiss Women Outnumber Men in Government.” The Guardian. September 22,
2010. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/sep/22/switzerland-female-ministers-cabinet.
46
Cumming-Bruce, Nick, and Anna Schaverien. 2019. “Swiss Women Strike Nationwide to Protest
Inequalities.” The New York Times, June 14, 2019, sec. World.
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/06/14/world/europe/switzerland-women-strike.html.
47
Kennedy, Merrit. 2019. “‘Wages. Time. Respect’: Swiss Women Go on Strike.” NPR.org. NPR. June 14,
2019. https://www.npr.org/2019/06/14/732710666/wages-time-respect-swiss-women-go-on-strike.
48
“Switzerland - Data Explorer.” 2018. Global Gender Gap Report 2018. World Economic Forum. 2018.
http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2018/data-explorer/#economy=CHE. Denmark ranked worse at
55th in the same category. There is progress.
“Global Gender Gap Report.” 2021. Weforum.org. World Economic Forum.
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf. In the WEF’s 2021 Global Gender Gap Report,
Switzerland ranks 39th in the category and ranks 10th overall. The report says the country has closed 79.8% of their
gender gap to date. (Report page 6.) Progress has been made since 2020. The country increased 8 ranking spaces and
closed their gender gap by 1.9% in that year. Denmark ranks 29th, just above the United States. According to the
report having closed 76.8% of their gender gap. Interestingly they seem to be trending in the opposite direction as
Switzerland. They dropped 15 ranking spots as opposed to 2020 and worsened their gender gap by 1.4%.
49
Gender Gap Report 2021, 15.
50
Gender Gap Report 2021, 35.
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likely to work part time as men (61.8% v. 30.4%) and there still needs to be paternity leave.51
The country’s extremely high cost of living contributes to this problem. The ability to afford
childcare only comes when both parents earn high incomes. Since that is not a common scenario,
women are expected to stay home and raise the children.52 Violence against women is a
prevalent problem in Switzerland. A woman is killed every two weeks in a domestic setting.53
These movements have been met by resistance from the country’s right-wing parties.
They have called for the closing of women’s shelters and strongly oppose proposals for
subsidized child care.54 However it also led to momentum and progress. More women were
elected to parliament. The representation jumps from 32.5% to 42.0% from 2020-2021.

Denmark
Denmark is a very different story. The history is drastically different from the bottom-up
approach of Switzerland. Denmark is a constitutional monarchy formed out of the Kingdom of
Denmark–Norway. The Constitutional Act of Denmark is one of the oldest constitutions in the
world. It has only been amended a few times since its enactment in 1849.55
The transition from absolute monarchy to a democracy was a peaceful revolution. The
Danish ceded power to the people to build a state.56 The Constitution was drafted drawing

51

Id. Men only recently got 2 weeks of leave with 80% of their salary paid.
Kennedy, 2019, NPR.
53
Cumming-Bruce, NYTimes.
54
Cumming-Bruce, NYTimes.
55
“The Constitutional Act of Denmark.” n.d. Thedanishparliament.dk. The Danish Parliament.
https://www.thedanishparliament.dk/en/democracy/the-constitutional-act-of-denmark.
56
Id. King Christian VIII, after seeing the overthrowing of multiple other absolute monarchs in Europe,
ordered his son, Frederik VII to promise the Danish people a new constitution that prevented any one person from
unlimited power.
Faerkel, Jens. “SOME ASPECTS OF THE CONSTITUTION OF DENMARK.” Irish Jurist (1966-) 17, no.
1 (1982): 1–31. http://www.jstor.org/stable/44026921. It is important to note that this transition of power is seen as
more a result of the international movement against absolute monarchs, not as a result of any significant discontent
about the monarch with Denmark. (2). The monarchy of Denmark was seen as more moderate, bureaucratic, and
paternal. (1). There was a liberal attitude towards thought, including changes in government. (2).
52
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inspiration from the Constitutions of Norway and Belgium. It was passed by a 152-member
Constitutional Assembly of the Realm, who had been elected to discuss the contents of the new
constitution. It was signed by King Frederik VII on June 5, 1849.57
Since its inception, separation of power across three branches of government have been
part of the Constitution.58 The Government headed by the Prime Minister and about 20 ministers
hold the executive power. The Legislative power was originally rested in the King and the
Parliament jointly, but since then that has shifted to the Parliament and the Government jointly.
As of 1953, Denmark’s parliament is a unicameral legislature, the Folketing.59 The Royal
(currently Queen Margrethe II) no longer has any real power or political influence.60 In theory,
the Constitutional Act gives her the power to appoint and dismiss Ministers, but in practice the
Prime Minister selects them and the Queen formally appoints them.61 The third branch is the
judiciary. Denmark does not have a constitutional court. The courts take a deferential approach
to judicial review. Until 2015 only one Act had been ruled unconstitutional.62

57

Constitutional Act of Denmark.
Id. Section 3
59
Bijleveld, Nikolaj, Colin Grittner, David E. Smith, and Wybren Verstegen, eds. 2019. Reforming
Senates: Upper Legislative Houses in North Atlantic Small Powers 1800-Present. Google Books. Routledge.
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=2fS2DwAAQBAJ&pg=GBS.PP1&printsec=frontcover. The original
Constitution had a bicameral system of the Parliament, then called the Rigsdag. The upper house or senate, called
the Landsting, was abolished by Constitutional Amendment in 1953. There has been scholarship suggesting the
reintroduction of a second chamber, including propositions of having it be elected by lottery, but none of the
proposals or calls for a second house have gained traction. (p.214) There is an interesting consideration of what the
Danish parliament would like had a different amendment (the one proposed in 1939) passed that would have kept an
upper house but reformed it. It fell short of receiving the then-required 45% of the vote, garnering 44.5%. The 1953
Constitutional amendment including the measure to allow female royal succession may have also contributed to its
passage.
60
“The Division of Powers.” n.d. The Danish Parliament.
https://www.thedanishparliament.dk/en/democracy/the-separation-of-powers.
61
Id.
62
Krunke, Helle, Baumbach, Trine. 2019. “The Role of the Danish Constitution in European and
Transnational Governance.” In: Albi, A., Bardutzky, S. (eds) National Constitutions in European and Global
Governance: Democracy, Rights, the Rule of Law. T.M.C. Asser Press, The Hague. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-946265-273-6_7
58
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The Danish legislative system is known as negative parliamentarianism. The Government
does not need to have a majority in the Parliament, but it has to not have a majority against it.
Majority resistance triggers a change in Government. This has caused Denmark to be run by
mostly minority governments, with the parties holding less than 90 of the 179 seats in the
Folketing.63
The Constitutional amendment process is complex. The Folketing passes a Bill. If the
Government wishes to continue, then Members of a new Folketing are elected. The Bill has to
pass unamended by the new Folketing. Only then does it have six months to be submitted to the
electorate for approval or rejection via referendum. There is a high turnout requirement. A
measure has to receive a majority of the votes from a group representing at least 40% of the
electorate. The bill then has to receive Royal Assent.64 Even in joining the EU, the Constitution
has not undergone any changes.65

Referenda are quite frequent, while the people can’t call for them directly. There are six
types, five provided for in the constitution. Section 42 of the Constitution66 allows for a minority
in the Folketing (at least one-third of its members) to hold a referendum on a bill Parliament
passed. For a bill to be rejected, a majority of people voting, representing at least 30% of the
electorate, have to vote against it.67 They have been most frequently held on EU integration and
ceding power to international authorities.68 The aim of these referenda has been to try and make

“The Division of Powers.”
“Danish Constitutional Act.” as amended through 953. Part X; Section 88, 13–14
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Denmark_1953.pdf?lang=en
65
Krunke, 2019. Other Nordic EU member states (Finland and Sweden) have specific mentions of the
allocation of power to the EU in their constitutions.
66
Bijleveld, 2019. 216–17.
67
It has only been successfully used once in 1963. A block of four conservative land use bills were
rejected. Though as a note, a similar set of land use bills were passed by the Folketing about five years later.
68
Bijleveld, 2019, 217.; Krunke, 2019.
63
64
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it easier for Denmark to participate. A supermajority of five-sixths of the Folketing can choose to
cede their power on its own, but anything less requires a referendum passed by a majority of
voters, with at least 30% turnout of the electorate.69 Though three of these referena have ended in
rejection, it is believed that requiring ceding authority to proceed through the normal
constitutional amendment process would provide further resistance and conservative blockage.70
There has been some expansion of direct democracy in recent years. In 2017, a majority
of Denmark’s parliament voted to allow citizens to make proposals. With 50,000 members of the
electorate supporting the proposal, it will be submitted to the Folketing.71 Denmark has been an
early member of the EU, joining January of 1973.72

Women’s suffrage
Women gained the right to vote and run for parliamentary positions via Constitutional
amendment in 1915. The Government Franchise Bill passed the Folketing by a vote of 64 to
35.73 However, they had to wait three years before they were able to exercise that right.74 During

69

Bijleveld, 2019, 217.
Id. Interestingly 90% of Danes in a 2018 Eurobarometer poll were very or fairly satisfied ‘with the way
democracy works in’ Denmark. This was the highest degree of satisfaction among all EU countries.
71
Id. at 219. See also “Borgerforslag (Citizen Proposal).” n.d. Borgerforslag.dk. Folketinget (Danish
Parliament). https://www.borgerforslag.dk/.
72
https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/history-eu/1970-79_en - Denmark joined at
the same time as Ireland and the United Kingdom, bringing the total country count from the six founding countries
(France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg) to nine.
73
The New York Times. 1908. “Women’s Suffrage in Denmark,” April 15, 1908.
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1908/04/15/104723000.pdf?pdf_redirect=true&ip=0. The bill had
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the election of 1918, 91% of new voters were women. 41 women ran for election, but only 9
were elected.75 Denmark had its first Prime Minister in 2005.76
Suffrage was part of a larger effort and movement for women’s political, social, and civil
equality.77A large number of different women’s organizations were instrumental in making
suffrage a reality. They had diverse priorities that intersected with other class and group
concerns.78 Enfranchisement reforms for men and women were proposed and passed by the
Folketing multiple times, but voted down in the upper chamber, dominated by the Conservative
Party.79 Suffrage was thus a gradual process. In 1908, women gained the right to vote on the
local level in many municipalities.80

Representation in Government
Governmental representation when it comes to gender is one of the realms that Denmark
is lagging. A 2018 World Economic Forum Report ranked it as 95th in equality when it comes to
legislators, senior officials and managers.81 While women make up 50.7% of the population,
their representation in the Folketing has hovered around 37% between 1995 and 2019.82 The
current share stands at 39.1%.83 After the introduction of women’s suffrage, the now-abolished
upper house of the Parliament, the Landsting always had a slightly higher share of women of its
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representatives than the Folketing.84 As an illustration, the Landsting had their first appointed
chairwoman in 1950, whereas the Folketing did not have a female speaker until 2015.85

Constitutional Protections
As of 2018, Denmark one of two (three counting the United Kingdom) EU countries
without sex discrimination explicitly prohibited in Constitution.86 The country does have both an
Anti-Discrimination Act and Gender Equality Act, but no constitutional protections for sex
discrimination or even generally establishing the principle of equality itself.87 Interestingly it has
a more liberal standard that allows the use of statistical evidence to prove indirect discrimination.
The Danish “bill of rights” is also less systematic and more incomplete when compared to
international instruments on human rights and many national constitutions.88
EU gender equality law has been implemented in the domestic laws. The Danish
parliament exercised strong control over the Government in EU decision-making.89 In 2015, the
Folketing expressed concern that the executive had implemented EU directives by administrative
acts 90% of the time.90
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Conclusion
These two countries tell two different stories. One of insular politics with a conservative
background, but a more flexible system. The other of a longer history of women’s suffrage but
earlier stagnation. Each country’s constitutional amendment process seems to be driving their
trajectories. Switzerland’s open process allows everyone to weigh in. The referendum process
allows for possible constitutional amendments to come up for a vote four times a year leaving the
potential for more innovation and progress. While other factors, such as the country’s
conservative history led to a later start to women's suffrage and the momentum behind the
current pushes for gender equality. The history of women’s organizations and their protests
speak to an investment into the movement. Denmark tells a different story. With a more stagnant
constitutional amendment process, they have not made any significant changes in recent years.
They peaked early in giving women the right to vote and since then have just incorporated EU
directives into their constitution. It seems to say that the confrontational nature of politics in
Switzerland with a stronger resistance against equality and women’s rights, coupled with
grassroots movements have moved the country more significantly in the modern era. While
Denmark’s reliance on an outside institution has led to complacency and backsliding.
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